



Applying semantic frames to effective 








This	 study	 intends	 to	 shed	 some	 light	 on	 the	 advantages	 Cognitive	
Semantics	can	provide	to	vocabulary	teaching	in	EFL	(English	as	a	Foreign	












the	 proficiency	 level	 can	 lead	 to	 a	 better	 comprehension,	 and,	
consequently,	an	easier	entrenchment	of	specific	lexicon	in	the	long-term	
memory	 than	using	 traditional	methods.	Finally,	we	propose	a	 task	 that	
implements	a	frame-based	approach.		
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II.	Introduction	




However,	 for	 a	 long	 time	 vocabulary	 has	 not	 been	 given	 a	 proper	
attention.	Instead,	many	teachers	decided	to	regard	grammar	as	a	priority,	
overlooking	 the	 fact	 that	mastering	a	 language	 implies	much	more	 than	
just	 learning	 grammatical	 rules	 and	 memorizing	 vocabulary	 lists.	 As	 a	
result,	most	of	the	times	students	have	no	chance	to	learn	the	polysemy	of	









This	 matter	 of	 how	 to	 benefit	 our	 students’	 learning,	 especially	
regarding	their	vocabulary	competence,	 led	us	to	study	the	relevance	of	
Cognitive	 Semantics,	 and,	 within	 this	 approach,	 the	 theories	 that	 can	
Monserrat	Esbrí.	Applying	semantic	frames	to	effective	vocabulary	teaching	in	the	EFL	classroom	
	
745	improve	 the	better	understanding	of	 lexical	units	 in	English,	namely	 the	theory	of	the	levels	of	categorization,	the	theory	of	cognitive	domains	and	
especially	Fillmore’s	theory	of	frames	(1982).		
All	in	all,	this	paper	suggests	that	applying	a	frame-based	approach	to	
the	 teaching	 of	 vocabulary	 can	 help	 students	 to	 better	 comprehend	










cognitive	 semanticists	 investigate	 conceptual	 structure	 (knowledge	
representation),	 and	 conceptualization	 (meaning	 construction).	 As	
Valenzuela	et	al	(2012)	claim,	a	key	feature	of	CS	in	which	it	differs	from	
other	approaches	to	semantics	is	that	meaning	is	a	mental	phenomenon,	






extensions	 of	 a	 word	 (Boers	 &	 Lindstromberg	 2006,	 2008,	 Boers	 et	 al.	
2010).		
As	CS	provides	insights	into	the	way	our	mind	arranges	concepts,	there	












to	 the	 superordinate	 and	 subordinate	 levels;	 and	 the	 horizontal	 one,	
organizing	categories	in	relation	to	other	close	categories.		
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746	4.1.1	The	vertical	dimension	The	 vertical	 dimension	 is	 related	 to	 the	 level	 of	 inclusiveness	 of	 a	
particular	 category.	 There	 are	 three	 levels	 of	 categorization:	 basic,	
superordinate	and	subordinate.		
Basic	 level	 terms	 are	 more	 frequently	 used	 in	 language	 than	




few	 functional	 attributes	 that	 many	 basic	 level	 categories	 share	 (a	
conveyance	 for	 transporting	people	or	 things),	while	 also	undertaking	 a	
collective	function	(grouping	together	categories	that	are	closely	related	in	
our	knowledge	representation	system).		




the	most	 important	 level	of	 categorization,	 since	categories	at	 this	 level	
provide	 the	 greatest	 amount	 of	 information	 at	 the	 lowest	 processing	
effort.		In	other	words,	people	are	generally	faster	and	more	accurate	to	
name	or	 categorize	 elements	 at	 the	 basic	 level	 (e.g.	 fork)	 than	 at	more	
general	(cutlery)	or	specific	(fish	fork)	levels.		
4.1.2	The	horizontal	dimension	
The	 horizontal	 dimension	 is	 related	 to	 category	 distinctions	 at	 the	
same	 level	of	 inclusiveness.	Not	all	 the	members	of	a	category	have	the	
same	status	within	the	category;	there	are	elements	more	characteristic	
and	 prototypic	 than	 others.	 The	 members	 that	 are	 judged	 to	 be	 best	
examples	of	a	category	can	be	considered	to	be	the	most	central	 in	 the	
category.	 Therefore,	 a	 category	 consists	 of	 prototypical	 elements	 and	
elements	which	are	progressively	more	peripheral.		


















747	this	 kind	 of	 domains	 are	 SPACE,	 TIME,	 COLOR,	 PAIN,	 HARDNESS,	MATERIAL,	etc).	 	On	 the	other	hand,	domains	 like	MARRIAGE,	 LOVE	are	
































experience.	 Those	 concepts	 (for	 instance	 people,	 ingredients,	 culinary	
actions,	kitchen	utensils,	textures,	etc.)	can	in	turn	be	arranged	in	terms	of	
the	previously	explained	levels	of	categorization.	As	figure	1	shows,	there	
are	basic	 level	 elements	within	 this	 domain,	 such	 as	 SPOON,	KNIFE	 and	
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748	4.3.	Frames	A	 more	 specific	 knowledge	 configuration	 than	 a	 cognitive	 domain	
would	be	a	frame,	which	Fillmore	(1982)	defines	as	‘any	system	of	concepts	
related	 in	 such	 a	 way	 that	 to	 understand	 any	 of	 them	 you	 have	 to	
understand	the	whole	structure	in	which	it	fits.’		
Fillmore	 illustrates	 this	 idea	 with	 the	 example	 of	 the	 commercial	
transaction	frame.	We	would	not	be	able	to	understand,	for	example,	the	
word	 sell	 without	 knowing	 about	 the	 circumstances	 of	 commercial	
transfer,	 which	 at	 least	 involves,	 among	 other	 things,	 a	 seller,	 a	 buyer,	
goods,	money,	 the	 relations	 between	 the	 seller	 and	 the	 goods	 and	 the	
money,	 the	 relation	 between	 the	 money	 and	 the	 goods,	 the	 relation	
between	the	buyer	and	the	goods	and	the	money,	etc.		
Thus,	 frames	 could	 be	 considered	 as	 “tools	 that	 cause	 listeners	 to	
activate	certain	areas	of	their	knowledge	network”	(Littlemore,	2009).		
V.	Application	to	education	
Implementing	 CS	 to	 EFL	 classrooms	 could	 definitely	 help	 learners’	
process	of	vocabulary	entrenchment.	The	different	levels	of	categorization	
could	 be	 easily	 employed	 so	 that	 the	 input	 the	 learners	 are	 faced	with	
matches	their	reasoning	capacities.	
As	previously	explained	(see	section	2.1.1),	categories	at	the	basic	level	
provide	 the	 greatest	 amount	 of	 information	 at	 the	 lowest	 processing	
effort.	 Accordingly,	 students	 at	 secondary	 education	 (approximately	
equivalent	to	CEFR	levels	A1,	B2),	would	be	the	perfect	target	for	this	level,	










Regarding	superordinate	categories,	 they	can	be	utilized	 in	order	 to	
organize	and	have	access	 to	 the	basic	 categories,	having	also	a	unifying	
function	 among	 the	 members	 of	 the	 subordinate	 and	 the	 basic	 level.	
Categories	at	this	level	might	be	useful	at	any	level	of	proficiency.		
On	the	other	hand,	the	insights	on	CS	can	also	be	helpful	when	dealing	
with	 figurative	 language	 like	 idioms.	 These	 elements	 of	 language	 are	 of	
paramount	 importance	 to	 gain	 a	 more	 native-like	 command	 of	 the	




















words	 occurred	 and	 see	 the	 metaphoric	 projections	 of	 the	 figurative	






vocabulary	 by	means	 of	 introducing	 it	 in	 terms	 of	 semantic	 frames	 and	




By	 means	 of	 these	 activities,	 students	 can	 relate	 their	 previous	
knowledge	to	the	new	elements	in	an	appropriate	context	and	get	used	to	








































Underline	 all	 the	 expressions	 in	 the	 following	 sentences	 which	 refer	 to	 a	




















would	 undoubtedly	 have	 a	 positive	 impact	 on	 the	 students’	
comprehension	and	retention	of	lexicon	in	their	long-term	memory.	
Last	 but	 not	 least,	 research	 concerning	 the	 application	 of	 CS	 in	 EFL	
should	 become	 an	 object	 of	 considerable	 interest,	 since	 the	 insights	
provided	 by	 CS	 can	 shed	 light	 into	 new	 strategies	 of	 practical	 value	 for	
developing	 appropriate,	 relevant	 and	 effective	 vocabulary	 learning	
programs.	
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